The paper reviews industrial relations developments in Britain during 1999 by assessing how New Labour's policy commitment to encouraging 'partnership' is developing in practice. After a discussion of the Employment Relations Act it considers the wider influence of European legislation. It then describes how partnership approaches have been developing in trade union policy and industrial practice. This leads to an analysis of the operation of two explicit 'social partnership' institutions, ACAS and the Low Pay Commission. The paper ends with a consideration of the developing arguments at the ILO and WTO over international labour standards.
the many partnership arrangements at workplace level that were reported during the year.
The article can, however, say more about social partnership in the European sense of relationships between the summit employer and trade union bodies. It does this by discussing the experience of two social partnership institutions: the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) which celebrated its 25 th birthday, and the relatively new Low Pay Commission (LPC) whose National Minimum Wage was implemented during the year. The article concludes with a discussion of the expanding international debate about labour standards and their regulation and speculates that ever-widening markets are forcing a more consensual approach on the shrinking realm of British collective bargaining.
Economic and political background
The economic circumstances of 1999 were, by any standards, exceptionally benign for
Britain. The adverse effects of the economic crisis in the East Asia and elsewhere did not materialise and, by the year end, GDP growth had risen to an annual rate of two per cent and was continuing to rise. Average nominal earnings (excluding bonus) rose by almost four per cent. Both inflation and unemployment fell to lower levels than for over twenty years. Inflation (excluding mortgage interest payments) fell to an annual rate of below two per cent by the end of the year. Unemployment levels (under the claimant count measure)
fell over the course of the year to as low as four per cent (ONS, 2000) . A substantial contribution to the reduced unemployment was made by the New Deal policy as it brought many long term unemployed back into work. The introduction of the Working Family Tax
Credit as part of a wholesale reform of the tax and benefit system is likely to contribute further to this process iii . So changed was the labour and product market context even in terms of recent history that by the end of the year authorities within the Bank of England's
Monetary Policy Committee were arguing that the economists' vexed relationship between unemployment and inflation, the NAIRU, had undergone a substantial, enduring, and employment-friendly shift (Wadhwani, 1999) .
The politically most significant development of the year was the establishment of separate In broad terms the Act offered, first, a considerable extension of individual employment rights and, second, a number of measures to facilitate trade union organisation, including a procedure to achieve recognition in the face of employer opposition. A number of new individual rights were concerned with the extension of 'family friendly' policies whereby employees were to be protected from dismissal if they were obliged to take unpaid time off work for childbirth and 'domestic emergencies'. The period of basic maternity leave was to be increased. A right to parental leave (although unpaid) was introduced for the first time. Part-time workers were to have the right to be treated equally with similarly placed full-time workers in the same employment. The amount of compensation payable to someone unfairly dismissed was to have its limit raised from £12,000 to £50,000, a far more serious penalty for an employer than hitherto, and was to be index-linked to retain its 7 real value. Employees on fixed-term contracts were to have normal entitlement to unfair dismissal protections, thus outlawing the sort of waiver clauses common in the past. With relatively little alteration these rights had come into force by the end of the year. In a further change, not made as part of the Act, the qualifying period for general unfair dismissal protection was reduced from two years to one.
The notable absence from New Labour's 'settlement' was any weakening of the constraints on industrial action that had been introduced by previous Conservative governments. But a combination of measures promised to make things easier for trade union organisation. Employer blacklists of union activists were to be banned, as was the dismissal of union activists and those involved in the first two months of lawful strike action. Discrimination against union members by giving preferable terms and conditions to non-unionists, which was a growing practice in the 1990s, was to be outlawed. Chances of victimisation were to be reduced by ensuring that unions were no longer to be required to give employers the names of those members who balloted over industrial action. Indeed, strike ballot procedures were to be simplified generally. The requirement for a periodic ballot for the deduction of union dues from the pay roll ('check-off') was to be abolished altogether. The Act also provided for the abolition of the office of the Commissioner who combined responsibility for both the Rights of Trade Union Members (CRTUM), and for Protection Against Unlawful Industrial Action (CPAUIA), roles which had offered a form of 'legal aid' to individuals considering legal action against trade unions. In practice these powers had barely been used and the Commissioner's office had languished for a decade as an expensive irrelevance. In future any complaints would be dealt with by the The proposed procedure contained a number of legal conundrums, of which perhaps the greatest was its answer to the problem of what would happen if an employer refused to abide by a legal order to recognise a union. Instead of choosing the option, for which there was precedent in the legislation of the 1970s, of terms and conditions being imposed following an industrial arbitration, it opted for the far more legalistic route of obliging ordinary courts to require and supervise 'specific performance', a route of direct enforcement which may lead to much legal controversy (McCarthy, 1999; Hepple, 1999) .
As the year ended there were still a number of aspects of the proposed procedure that were unresolved, awaiting rulings and guidance from the CAC and ACAS. (Bland, 1999) . The delicate task of setting out the procedural guidelines for the application of this right was to be left to ACAS, as will be discussed later.
Increasing European influence
Long before Britain signed up to the Social Chapter in 1997, membership of the European Union (EU) had encouraged two tendencies which were already in evidence in British industrial relations. One was the steady growth in the range of statutory individual rights for employees. The other was the development of the trade unions' role as facilitators of co-operative collective relationships, often through consultative arrangements. Both developments reflect in part the declining ability of trade unions to mobilise effective collective sanctions. While, on the one hand, unions were now able to deliver less to their members by traditional collective bargaining, they had also, on the other hand, become less of a threat to employers and thereby more attractive as their employees' authoritative representatives (Brown et al, 1999) . Both tendencies were much in evidence in 1999. This was a very deliberate attempt to signal and to promote a new role for trade unions.
As John Monks, the TUC General Secretary, put it when introducing the policy: 'The agenda is to improve both organisational performance and the quality of working life for union members. Collective bargaining yes -but matched by a commitment to joint problem solving across an agenda of training, skills and career development' (transcript, 24.5.99).
It was notable that the CBI was closely, if informally, associated with this initiative, with the Director General, Adair Turner speaking at its launch. Despite publicity attracted by the CBI President's hostile comments about trade unions and about partnership (FT, 24.6.99), there was no evidence of any change in CBI policy. The Director-General maintained a positive working relationship with the TUC and, on his resignation at the end of the year, was replaced by Digby Jones, a West Midlands businessman and CBI leader with a legal background and a reputation for pragmatism with regard to trade unions.
Social partnership, in the European sense of collaboration between employer and union national organisations, appeared to be firmly based.
The TUC's embracing of partnership was part of a broader strategy through which it sought to regain the initiative in building relationships with employers. Although there was evidence that, for the first time in 18 years, trade union membership had ceased to fall, the TUC had been obliged to trim its costs through a ten per cent reduction in its own staff (FT, 4.5.99) . Despite this, the TUC invested in a second year of its Organising Academy, whose first graduates were already having a positive impact on several major unions' recruitment activity (author's field notes).
Uncomfortably aware that the prospect of statutory recognition procedures was already provoking damaging inter-union disputes, the TUC leadership launched a ten-year programme whereby it would try to orchestrate substantial restructuring based on fewer sector-based unions and a speeding up of union mergers. In aiming for fewer unions with more rational coverage, one long-term objective was single unions covering single industries, possible cases being public services, education, transport, private services, and manufacturing. The merger resulting in the finance industry trade union UNIFI during the year was very much in this spirit. It was becoming increasingly evident that the TUC's own internal dispute machinery was under strain, often being perceived as trying to defend an irrational structure against the democratically expressed wishes of union members (FT, 18.3.99) . Remedies being suggested included a more independent appeals body and more use of financial compensation as a means of settling inter-union differences (FT, 11.9.99).
Meanwhile, at the level of individual firms, the announcement of partnership deals of one sort or another became almost a weekly occurrence. All major unions were involved in them, although their content and emphasis appeared to vary substantially. The AEEU attracted most publicity with deals emphasising high productivity, flexible work reorganisation, employment security, compulsory arbitration, and consultation (FT, 21.5.99). The GMB's approach to such deals placed special emphasis upon the replacing of dead-end jobs with work that is interesting and more fulfilling, as a means of winning employee commitment (FT, 14.6.99). The TGWU was a party to, among others, a radical partnership deal in the nuclear industry and ground-breaking agreement in the generally hostile North Sea oil and gas fields (FT, 12.8.99; 13.9.99) . A possible taste of things to come was what was called a partnership agreement for Millennium Dome staff with both the TGWU and the GMB, offering joint membership in a combined union with a single contribution rate (FT, 11.6.99) . A significant straw in the wind was UNISON's signing of a partnership agreement with a privatised utility company in the North West which been especially truculent in derecognising it less than a decade earlier (FT, 7.11.99).
A more co-operative and less confrontational relationship between employers and unions is, as has already been observed, in part a symptom of a weakened union movement. It is thus of considerable significance that this talk of workplace partnership took place against a background of unprecedented industrial peace. The number of labour disputes, which in 1998 had been the lowest since records began over a hundred years ago, was likely to be at least as low over the course of 1999 (ONS, 2000) . But there were still cases of effective industrial action, and three disputes during the year deserve particular note. First, the government's proposal to introduce performance-related pay increases for teachers had the rare effect of almost uniting the various teachers' unions in opposition. After a summer of strike threats and discussions, an acceptable compromise emerged that was perceived to be more sensitive to the individual circumstances of teachers, an outcome that suggested that collective bargaining of a sort continued. Second, at a time of remarkably rapid expansion of call centres as an employment sector, the telecommunications company BT experienced a one-day strike at its 37 centres in protest about working conditions. Shortly afterwards the Health and Safety Executive announced its first full investigation into the psychological and physical risks associated with call centres. Third, there was a reminder of the latent problem of racism. Part of the secret of ACAS's survival is simple financial arithmetic. ACAS conciliation probably reduces by over a half the number of employment tribunal cases going on to hearings. Since a tribunal hearing costs about four times more than a conciliation, so long as hearings are provided at state expense, the total money saved by clearing up cases before they get as far as hearings more than matches the entire annual budget of ACAS.
But, while this may be sufficient from a Treasury point of view, it does not explain why ACAS has retained strong support among practitioners throughout a period when governments have been very hostile to collective bargaining. Here its impartiality is crucial. Whether conciliating, arbitrating or offering advice, the third party in industrial relations disputes, where differences of interest are to the fore, is only effective if it is seen to be disinterested. The brokers will only be perceived to be honest if they are clearly not dependent financially on anyone, including government, who might benefit directly from the settlement being sought.
Constitutionally ACAS is publicly funded, and each year bargains over its budget through the DTI, but it is explicitly not subject to ministerial direction. Council members visit regional offices and receive reports from one or other regional directors at monthly Council meetings, in order to keep in touch with the issues facing the staff of around 700 who carry out the conciliation and advisory work across the country.
In addition to the effective running of the Service itself, Council meetings are concerned with two sorts of policy issues. One is the provision of guidance, in the form of advisory handbooks, codes of practice and check-lists, to encourage best practice on a wide range of very down-to-earth matters such as personnel records, sexual harassment, induction, and working hours. Drafts prepared by ACAS staff receive often detailed discussion by Council to ensure a balance with which members feel comfortable. These advisory booklets are widely disseminated and some, such as Discipline at Work, have acquired considerable authority across large tracts of employment.
The other sort of policy issue is concerned with more fundamental and politically sensitive developments, when building a consensus within Council may be more difficult. A relatively uncontroversial example, which began to be introduced during 1999, was a new scheme to use arbitration to settle unfair dismissal cases arising from the Employment Rights (Dispute Resolution) Act 1998. This was Conservative government initiative to try to achieve a faster, cheaper, and more user-friendly form of settlement than tribunals.
More difficult issues which Council began to tackle during the year were by-products of the 1999 Employment Relations Act. As a first step, ACAS had been asked by the government to develop a new code of practice on disciplinary and grievance procedures that takes into account the important new statutory right to be accompanied at hearings.
The legislation raises, but does not resolve, delicate matters for guidance concerning issues such as the subject of the hearing where this might apply, and the criteria for judging what sort of accompanying person is appropriate. It is up to Council, through external consultation and internal compromise, to fill the gaps in the legislation in a way that will help the busy practitioners who will have to work with it. It would be hard to find a clearer example of ACAS being the vehicle whereby the social partners work together to fine-tune an institutional change.
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The ACAS work load changes with the use that is made of employment law. Although strikes have fallen dramatically in recent years, the use of conciliation on collective issues has not fallen pro rata, and has actually been rising over 1999, with a steady growth in disputes over trade union recognition, stimulated by anticipation of the new statutory recognition procedures. The biggest growth in ACAS activity has been on individual cases and advisory work. There has been a steady increase in employment tribunal applications, with them doubling over the decade to around 100,000 for 1999. In part this has been a result of the steady increase in the number of individual employment rights, already referred to, on which ACAS is obliged to conciliate, but 1999 has also seen a substantial increase in unfair dismissal cases. Also growing fast is the demand for ACAS' telephone enquiry services at its regional Public Enquiry Points, with the number of calls dealt with during 1999 approaching 700,000, an increase of over a third on the previous year. Partly to deal with this apparently insatiable appetite of employers and workers for information about employment rights and practices, the regional offices have organised growing numbers, rising to several hundreds in 1999, of conferences and seminars on specific topics, including many promoting workplace partnership arrangements.
At first sight there is a paradox in the fact that ACAS has reached its first 25 years busier than ever before, despite the fact that the influence of collective bargaining has diminished to an extent that would have been inconceivable 25 years ago. But further reflection suggests that in part it has actually been the retreat of collective bargaining which has brought this about. Bank (FT, 18.6.99). The second step was to agree a global treaty banning the worst forms of child labour -defined as slavery, forced labour, child prostitution and pornography, drug trafficking, and work which harms children's health, safety and morals. Proposals to ban labour which denied children an education and to ban military recruitment of under18s were blocked (FT, 15.6.99). As always, the question of enforcement was unanswered, but at least such standards provide active consumer campaigns with a focus of attention.
There was a steady build up of lobbying for the World Trade Organisation talks in Seattle at the end of the year, an event whose inept policing gained it unprecedented publicity.
Traditionally dominated by European and American influence, its 135 members now included a majority of developing countries who perceived high-minded talk about decent labour standards to be no more than thinly disguised protection by the developed world. Whatever emerges from the recriminations and tear gas of Seattle in due course, international labour standards and trade liberalisation are firmly linked on the agenda for the Twenty-first Century. In Britain, as elsewhere, the more that international competition denies trade unions and consenting employers control of markets, the more they will find themselves exploring the practice of partnership as they strive for both political influence and competitive survival.
Conclusion
By the end of 1999 there was a general weariness with post mortems on the decade, century, and millennium. This article makes no claims for the year having particular significance in terms of British industrial relations history. It has reviewed events in order to tease out some of the ways in which the practice and rhetoric of partnership were being used as New Labour's 'industrial relations settlement' began to take effect. With the new statutory structures largely in place, there were signs of a cautious growth of confidence in trade unions, and of a pragmatic increase in the willingness of employers to develop new relationships with them. A common feature of these relationships was the emphasis placed by trade unions on adopting a co-operative rather than confrontational stance. At the national level, the TUC and CBI were involved in employment policy to an extent unknown for twenty years. Social partnership appeared to be taking root.
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